Increasing incidence of thyroid cancer is due to increased pathologic detection.
There has been a marked increase in the incidence of thyroid cancer worldwide over recent decades. Patients with retrosternal goiter (RSG) are not picked up generally by common surveillance techniques such as ultrasound. The aim of this project was to study the incidence of thyroid cancer in patients with RSG. This is a retrospective cohort study. Documented were patient demographics as well as the size, type, and numbers of thyroid cancers. The number of routine histologic blocks examined for multinodular goiter in the different time periods was also examined. Within a cohort of 13,793 thyroidectomies performed over 40 years, there were 2,260 patients (14%) who underwent surgery for RSG. The percentage of patients with RSG containing thyroid cancer increased from 3.6 to 7.5% (P < .05); however, once papillary microcarcinomas (PMC) (</=10 mm) were excluded there was no increase in cancer incidence (3.4-3.5%, P = .9). The increase in the number of PMC's diagnosed is associated with the increase in the routine number of blocks sampled over the 40-year time period (P < .01). This study has confirmed an increase in the incidence of thyroid cancer over 4 decades. However, that increase appears to be due to an increase in the diagnosis of PMC associated with increased sampling of resected specimens by pathologists, raising the possibility that the current epidemic of thyroid cancer may be largely manmade.